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Thesis Summary
This thesis project was created in order to examine the modern exercise culture that one
might see present on a college campus. The goal was to observe how exercise patterns have
changed over time, from our most primitive ancestors to where we have come today. In doing
this, it was my hope to gain greater insight into the evolution of exercise, and the motives that
truly drive different individuals to have the relationships with exercise that they do.
I began my project by first compiling research on the history of exercise. I began with
primitive people, dating back to pre-10,00 BC. My focus was on what role exercise played, or
did not play, in daily life during this different time. I then began to move down the timeline of
human existence, and observed how the role of exercise changed over time. Simultaneously, I
sought to determine the motives for exercise that existed during each time period. I then created
a survey to be distributed to students at the University of South Carolina. The goal of this survey
was to uncover the exercise patterns that existed among these college students, as well as their
motives and attitude toward exercise.
Through analysis of the responses I collected, I was able to get a comprehensive picture
of the vast and varied landscape of modern college exercise culture. With research into modern
social constructs, along with my previous research on the history of exercise, I was able to draw
conclusions as to the mechanisms that govern the exercise culture we see today.
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Abstract
When asked to describe, as simplistically as possible, what one believes to be the most
basic needs for human survival, it is likely that a few concepts will come up repeatedly: food,
shelter, and procreation. In modern times, barriers to these needs tend to be financial resource.
However, this has not always been the case. In primitive times, a third necessity would be
needed to survive, that being a certain degree of physical fitness. To obtain food and build
shelter, our ancestors had to have a great deal of physical competency to be able to hunt, gather,
build, and keep themselves safe from prey. Essentially, any and all physical activity was geared
toward making it to the next day. Flash forward to 2017. With the technologies now available to
mankind, the need to be physically active to fulfill these two essential needs have become
virtually nonexistent in much of the world (especially in developed nations). However, in the
modern world, it is no secret that physical activity is needed for leading a healthy life. Thus, as
humans have transitioned from our initial imperatively physically active lifestyles to the
sedentary behaviors we see today, the rise of what we know as “exercise,” or planned and
structured physical activity, has taken form.
The world of exercise and fitness is a vast confusing terrain, and the motivations that
people hold for being physically active have changed drastically from the obviously instinctual
survival needs they were once composed of. Through this research I have sought to examine the
progression of exercise throughout history, and contrast it with the way we approach exercise
now. I then created an anonymous survey taken by students at the University of South Carolina
to see what type of exercise patterns are present among current college students, as well as their
attitudes towards exercise. In determining what views are held by young adults in a college
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setting, I researched further to determine what may be the potential causes of shifts and thought
patterns. My desire is to uncover any potentially negative thought processes or motivations for
exercise, and examine the influences that have impacted my generation to have the varied views
of exercise that we do.
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Introduction and History
Before 10,000 BC, humans were driven by instinct (Le Corre, 2014). The focus was to
survive. Hunting and gathering food, building shelter, and avoiding prey were part of everyday
life. The ability to effectively climb, jump, run, and carry were all essential in order to obtain
necessary resources, as well as survive long enough to create new generations. All of these
actions required physical exertion far beyond what most people must use today in order to
achieve similar goals. The idea of planning out physical activity for any reason other than
sustenance would have been detrimental. Humans moved as needs arose, rather than by choice or
schedule. As the Neolithic era began, agriculture began to play a larger role in daily life. This
allowed for people to grow food and stay in one area for longer. A large amount of physical
activity was still required, though movements were often more repetitive than they had
previously been, and incorporated a smaller range of motion. While daily life certainly still
consisted of a larger amount of physical activity than in the modern world, it can be said that
“This era in history symbolizes the beginning of a more sedentary lifestyle, as man began to
alleviate some hardships of life while simultaneously decreasing daily physical activity”
(Dalleck & Kravitz, 2002, p.26-33).
From 2500-200 BC, Ancient civilizations, such as those of Greece, Rome and Sparta,
marked a major transition in the motivation for physical activity (Le Corre, 2014). Namely,
military fitness and supremacy was of great importance during these times. These ancient
civilizations sought to be physically fit so they could be prepared for war. The goal of fitness was
no longer survival against predators or natural elements, but against other men. Much of the
movements and training that went into these military states mimicked those used by primal
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ancestors, as running, jumping and climbing were all beneficial to having a fit group of men for
battle. Essentially, it can be said that “ancient military training had similarities to the movements
performed in nature by our cavemen brethren, but with more structure and a different end goal”
(Le Corre, 2014, para. 9). This is the first time we see man performing and practicing physical
fitness for purposes other than obtaining essential food and shelter. This time period also brought
about the first Olympic Games in Greece. While most the events at these first Olympic Games
were heavily related to movements and skills that were useful in war, this was the first instance
of competitive activity outside of military life, which would not be seen again for quite some
time.
The Dark Ages were marked by a neglect of the importance of the body, as religion and
spirituality were heavily emphasized during these times (Dalleck & Kravitz, 2002). Focusing on
the body was thought to be sinful, thus the advancements made during ancient times did not
carry over much into this period. The Renaissance, however, was true to its meaning of rebirth,
as it hosted a renewed fascination with, and exploration of, the human body. In 1553, the first
book on the benefits of physical exercise was published by a Spaniard by the name of Cristobal
Mendez. This was followed by Mercurialis, an Italian physician, publishing De Arte Gymnastica,
which examined the ancient Greek and roman use of diet, exercise and hygiene to promote
health. This time period is where it began to become evident that physical activity had
transitioned to an act that must be taken upon by one’s own volition, as it is was no longer
second nature to survival and daily life.
As the 1700s progressed and the industrial revolution neared, human life became the even
more sedentary. At this point, the need for intentional physical activity was becoming
increasingly apparent, as it had all but been entirely removed from daily work (Dalleck &
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Kravitz, 2002). In Europe, physical training began being implemented into schools, mainly in the
form of gymnastics. This school implementation began in Germany, later followed by Sweden
and Spain. Other areas of Europe began to develop their own physical activities as well, with
Scotland hosting its first Highland Games in the 1830s, and movements like the Czech Sokol and
the Polish Falcons promoting fitness in their respective countries. In Britain, Darwin’s ‘survival
of the fittest’ mentality drove the nation to seek physical fitness to reach the top of the hierarchy
among other nations, and the first English athletic competition was held at the Royal Military
academy in 1849.
In the US during this time, some pioneers in the realm of physical activity included
Catharine Beecher, Charles Beck, and Dudley Allen Sargent (Le Corre, 2014). Beecher was one
of the first to emphasize the importance of being physically active in daily life, and developed
calisthenics programs that were paired with music to promote this. Beck was a German
immigrant who opened the nation’s first gymnasium in Massachusetts in 1824, which was home
to the first school gymnastics program in the United States. Sargent is considered to be the
“father of physical education” in the US. He directed the Hemingway Gymnasium at Harvard,
and was one of the first to challenge the Victorian notion that women were too weak and fragile
for exercise. He also developed a Universal Test of Strength, Speed and Endurance meant to
measure an individual’s overall physical fitness.
As the 20th century came about, the rise of the fitness industry we see today took its
earliest form (Le Corre, 2014). In France, a man by the name of Edmond Desbonnet published
many fitness journals and opened a chain of fitness clubs. Though these clubs were expensive
and only accessible to the wealthy, their implementation set the scene for the fitness industry in
Europe. In the US, Bernarr McFadden created one of the first ‘muscle magazines’ in 1899, titled
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“Physical Culture.” He also staged the first physique contest in the US in 1903. While the health
benefits of fitness were not necessarily ignored, it can be seen that this is the era during which
the idea of the body’s physical appearance paired with the role of exercise began to take form.
Following this, the modern world of fitness and exercise that we see today is a vast and
complicated landscape, with endless options and a plethora of goals behind the pursuit of
exercise. What was once needed merely for survival has transformed into an empire that targets a
variety of needs and desires (Dalleck & Kravitz, 2014). The reasons that individuals choose to
exercise in the modern world are so incredibly varied, ranging from necessary health related
reasons to the desire to obtain a certain physical appearance. In my research, I hope to uncover
some of the societal factors that have shaped the world of exercise as we know it today, and
examine just how functional and healthy our relationship with exercise has become as a whole.
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My Survey
Overview
This survey consisted of responses from students at the University of South Carolina. The
respondents were anonymous participants, aged 18 to 23 years old. Participants were asked a
series of questions about their own exercise patterns, as well as their opinions regarding those
who exercise heavily, regularly, and rarely. The goal of this survey was to determine the scope of
attitudes toward exercise held by modern college students. After obtaining results, I researched
factors that may affect or shape the exercise patterns of current generations, in hopes of
discovering what have been the most significant factors in molding the current exercise culture
we see today.
Methods
This survey was created using the online survey creator, Survey Monkey. The sample
used was from the University of South Carolina. In order to distribute the survey, I sent the link
to my fellow employees at the Strom Thurmond Wellness and Fitness Center, to my sorority’s
Facebook page, and to two business fraternities to which my roommates belong. In all I received
71 responses. These responses have been compiled into a PowerPoint presentation which can be
found in the appendix.
Summary of Results
The full results of my survey can be seen in the power point slides found in appendix 1.
This power point outlines the questions asked and the percentage of participants who reported
each answer choice. Among those surveyed, the largest percentage described their exercise
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routine as very consistent (36.62%), then sporadic/inconsistent (29.58%), followed somewhat
consistent (26.76%), and nonexistent (7.04%).
Taken at face value, and based upon my prior research, the motivations I chose to include
in my survey can be divided into two categories: natural and artificial. Natural is referring to the
motivations that give a type of reward humans have naturally sought throughout time (natural
release of chemicals like endorphins, and the reward of food/shelter), while artificial refers to
motives that may have arisen from societal constructs that have not always governed the actions
of humans, such as opinions on physical appearance. In terms of the options given for motivation
for exercise, the natural motives would include “health/fitness”, “genuine enjoyment/fun”, and
“social activity.” Negatives would include less natural or instinctual motives such as “influence
or pressure from peers, friend or family,” “to achieve or maintain a certain physical appearance,”
“Weight management,” and “stress relief.” Fitness and survival, as well as the pleasure gained
from happiness and interactions with other, are motives that have been innate in humans.
However, it is not likely that our primitive ancestors were concerned with their weight, physical
appearance, or peer pressure, and considering physical activity was necessary for survival it is
would not seem to fit that exercise was used as a form of stress relief.
From my survey, it is shown that, among this sample, “health/fitness” was found to be the
most widely held common motivation for exercise, with 85.92% of participants reporting that
this is a reason that they exercise. However, many new or less instinctual motives were not far
behind, including “to achieve or maintain a certain physical appearance” at 76.06% and “weight
management” at 63.38%.
One negative aspect that is unique to the modern world of exercise is the notion of selfconsciousness, and is an aspect that was not likely seen in earlier times. While the highest
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percentage of respondents reported rarely feeling self-conscious while exercising in the presence
of others (39.44%), the combination of those who felt self-conscious a moderate amount
(22.54%) or frequently (18.31%) surpasses this when combined (40.85%). The idea of feeling
embarrassed or judged while exercising is a characteristic that would not have come into play
before the modern concerns of body image arose. Exercise in and of itself has become somewhat
of a competition rather than an independent endeavor it seems, as the results previously
discussed showed achieving a certain body image as well as weight management to be top
reasons for some individuals to participate in exercise.
When asked to report their attitudes towards those who exercise heavily (most days or
every day), regularly (3-5 per week), or rarely/never, the comparative responses are shown in

Attitude toward exercise patterns

ATTIUDES HELD TOWARD EACH GROUP
Exercise Heavily
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In terms of attitudes, other than “indifference,” most of the options given can fall in to one of two
categories: negative or positive. In terms of positive views, “respect,” “inspiring/motivating,”
and “comradery” would be the attitudes included. “Annoyance,” “jealousy,” “confusion,”
“anger,” and “sympathy” would all be considered negative attitudes. Interestingly, those who
exercise heavily seem to be viewed most highly in both several positive aspects (“respect” and
“inspiring/motivating”), but also in some negative aspects such as “annoyance” and “jealousy.”
In the discussion section, I will examine what could be potential contributors to these mixed
reviews.
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Discussion
Upon initial observation, the results as discussed previously indicate a paradigm shift in
our thought process toward exercise. Combined with the results that describe the attitudes held
towards those who exercise heavily, regularly, and never/rarely, these results show a new side of
exercise that may stray from what was initially intended. Interestingly, though our intentions and
motives may have shifted, there does seem to be an innate aspect of these new motives that may
be more closely related to our instinctual survival mechanisms than one might think.
Regarding the Opinions of others:
More than anything, social culture and the ways in which people interact and evaluate
one another has contributed to the varied scope of reactions and responses to exercise patterns
that we see presented in this survey. Especially on a college campus, exercise often occurs in a
public and somewhat social setting, such as a campus gym. These types of settings are breeding
grounds for the formation of, and circulation of, opinions regarding the behaviors of others.
Having worked at a campus gym for the past three years, I have gained a certain amount of
insight as to the workings of this type of setting. In this type of environment, people observe one
another, and in turn have thoughts regarding the actions observed. Often, these thoughts are
shared with others in attendance, and this is no secret. As shown from my survey results, only
15.49% of respondents reported “Never” when asked if they feel or have ever felt self conciuos
while exercising. This means that the remaining 84.51% of respondents have, to some degree,
felt some form of self-consciousness when exercising in the presence of others. Why might this
be?
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The knowledge of the presence of gossip may heavily contribute to these feelings of
insecurity or scrutiny while working out. This raises the question as to why people gossip. There
must be reasons or motives as to why judgements of others cannot merely be made by an
individual, but are often shared with others. Opinions tend to be shared with individuals of the
same “group,” creating an “us vs. them” mentality. An article entitled “Why People Gossip: An
Empirical Analysis of Social Motives, Antecedents, and Consequences” suggests that perhaps
this type of gossip serves a protective purpose with in a group. In the article it is stated that one
potential motive for gossip “ ‘is to protect the group and its norms against harmful behavior’ ”
(Gluckman, 1963). Gossip has been argued to be used by insiders to exclude outsiders
(Dunbar, 2004; Noon & Delbridge, 1993)” (Beersma & Kleef, 2012). As seen in table 1, it seems
that the stronger opinions are held towards those who exercise more as opposed to those who
exercise less. This may be because this group with the shared interest of exercise is seen as a
more cohesive group, and therefore more threatening unit, which in turn elicits a stronger
response from those outside of this “group.”

Regarding Individuals’ personal motivators:
An additional, open response question was included at the end of this survey. The
question asked “Are there any specific influences (life events, situations, people, etc.) that have
greatly impacted your attitude towards exercise or your current exercise patterns?” Not all
respondents chose to answer this question, but those who did provided a greater insight into
certain patterns and shared motivators between individuals. Some seemed to have what might be
described as a healthy relationship with exercise, as they cited legitimate health benefits as their
reason for exercising. Responses such as this included:
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“I have many people in my family who been diagnosed with Diabetes and/or are
overweight/obese. It's been hard seeing them in those shoes and I don't want to end up
down the same path. I want to set a better example.”
“I work out for my own desire to be healthy and strong.”
These individuals seem to be intrinsically motivated. That is, they exercise to receive benefits
that they find personal value in. Being that they come from within, these motivators are likely
closer to those that we may have seen from our ancestors in terms of what drove them to take
certain actions. However, certain other responses proved to be a bit more complicated, and some
even troubling. One example in particular shows how complex a relationship with exercise can
be:
“Yes, I have always aspired to look better than I always have, so I felt like it was my job
to exercise everyday to keep that mindset. Now I don't see exercising as a chore, I love it.
Just wish results appeared faster than they do.”
This respondent shows that there has been a progression through her relationship with exercise.
She began with what sounds like an ongoing cycle of dissatisfaction with her body image, and
felt compelled to exercise in order to change this. In this sense, exercise was a means to an end
for this person, rather than an end in and of itself. This motivation is less natural to the
individual, as there was not enjoyment being gained, and it was a forced activity. The respondent
now says exercise has become more fun and less of a chore, however some level of body
dissatisfaction is still indicated. It is possible that while this person now has a better relationship
with exercise than in the past, he or she still maintains some degree of unhealthy thought. A
more straightforward example of the use of exercise for physical change was seen in many
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responses that cited their reason for exercise being previously overweight. The responses were
varied but most simplistically they carried the same message:
“Previously being made fun of for being overweight”

In responses such as this, it is here that we see even “personal” motives are still often influenced
by the thoughts of others. Rather than wanting to exercise for the sake of losing weight for health
benefits, many reported their reasoning as being the result of the opinions of others toward their
weight. Another response that follows the same vein read:
“I do not exercise and have a naturally small/thin build. I have been told I don't "need" to
exercise because I don't need to lose weight: even though I am not "fit" or getting the
health benefits from exercise.”
Both of these responses seem to point toward physical appearance, rather than health benefit, for
being the main motivator for each exercise pattern. These respondents relied and on and reacted
to others opinions of their own body image, and in turn use them as justification for their
exercise habits. In an article from Psychology Today entitled “The Gossip Paradox,” the author
points out that “Even when we are not actually present, we desire others to hold a favorable
image of us, to say kind things about us, and to admire us” (DiFonzo, 2010, para. 14). This
makes sense from an evolutionary standpoint, as the more one is accepted by others, the more
likely he or she is to be protected from danger, and have greater access to resources. Thus, it is
not surprising that indivduals such as these two have exercise patterns that align with the opinion
of others.
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Putting it all Together
At first glance, it may seem that exercise has developed into a twisted social paradigm
rather than a physiological survival mechanism like it once was. While the social constructs we
have created may make it appear as though our current exercise culture is fundamentally
different than the survival purposes it once consisted of, the social preservation aspect of
exercise behavior may indicate otherwise. By identifying with those who hold similar beliefs and
patterns as us, individuals become part of groups that save them from social isolation and
provide them with a sense of belonging and protection. Even attitudes that reflect a development
of respect towards those who may act differently can serve a beneficial purpose as well, as this
keeps the peace between respective groups. While negative judgements may be held between
differing groups, the idea of gossip, or keeping these thoughts within a certain likeminded group,
keeps people protected from the potential harm of expressing their negative opinions to the
wrong individuals.
The summary of results section sheds more light onto those motives that could be broken
down into broader categories. While they first appeared to be easily divided into more natural
and instinctual motives versus those that are less natural, it becomes apparent upon the analysis
of the open response question that the social constructs that shape these motives may in fact fall
into natural and survival oriented instincts as well. If we think of the term “fitness” as it relates to
evolutionary purposes, rather than the fitness we typically think of at the gym, we know that a
more “fit” individual is one who is more successfully able to pass his or her genes on to a future
generation. An article on fitness from the University of California at Berkeley explains that
fitness includes an organism’s “ability to survive, find a mate, produce offspring … and
ultimately leave its genes in the next generation” (Understanding Evolution, University of
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California Berkeley, n.d., ch.4, p. 14.). Since it incorporates different aspect of an individuals,
two people may be comparably “fit,” yet very different. Thus, the varied exercise patterns, and
moreover the attitudes held toward exercise patterns, may hold a beneficial component for each
individual. For example, someone who rarely exercise may express annoyance toward those who
exercise heavily, and therefore they become more fit to bond with others who hold their same
patterns and opinions, and perhaps form closer and more intimate relationships with these
people. The same could go for a person who rarely exercises yet respects those who exercise
heavily or regularly, or for someone who exercises regularly and is confused by those who rarely
exercise. Each person has a different set of both patterns of actions and of beliefs held, and these
combinations serve them to better integrate the two for the sake of self-preservation in some
way, making each individual more fit.
The social constructs we see today are highly complex in nature, and those that are
applied to the world of exercise are no exception. But, when it comes to base human nature, all
our actions have traces of instinctual motives. We behave in ways that help us cope with the
environment we are place in, so that we are best suited to survive and thrive. The world around
us may change drastically, but man has survived to this point in time by adapting to be “fit” in
ways that reach far beyond the gym.
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